Shifting competency during hospitalization: a model for informed consent decisions.
The demonstration of factual understanding should be sought when determining a patient's ability to give informed consent, but a patient's failure to demonstrate understanding should not always be equated with an inability to competently consent to or refuse treatment. The authors demonstrate the clinical use of a number of standards other than factual understanding. Judgments about competency are derived both from the patient's clinical condition and the risks and benefits inherent in the decision the patient is asked to make. Since both of these conditions may shift during the course of treatment, clinical competency is subject to continual reassessment using a variety of competency standards. The authors demonstrate the use of their model of shifting competency at five junctures in the treatment of a delusional patient.